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J.W. Ferguson and the Fresno Expositor 

By Sean Anderson. 

John William Ferguson was born on March 14, 1846 in Mansfield Parish, Louisiana. 

In March 1849, Ferguson's parents decided to move the family west to California. Although 

his father, Walter, passed away while crossing the Isthmus of Panama, his mother, 

Marseilette, successfully brought the family out to San Francisco by August. Following 

years of attending schools throughout San Francisco, Ferguson worked a series of odd jobs, 

including positions in a drug store and railroad construction.1 His first connection to the 

newspaper industry came in 1868, when Ferguson's brother-in-law, E. B. Boust, moved to 

Santa Barbara and left him in charge of the Dutch Flat Enquirer. As Ferguson gained 

connections and advanced within the industry, he eventually also became involved with the 

Truckee Tribune.z However, Ferguson soon 

moved to Millerton in 1870 and decided to 

start a newspaper of his own. 

On April 27, 1870, J.W. Ferguson 

attempted to meet the growing demands for a 

good newspaper in Millerton by issuing the first copies ofthe Fresno Weekry Expositor.3 

With a warm welcome and continued approval from the readers, the Expositor enjoyed 

much public support during its early days in Millerton. When the town of Fresno took over 

as the county seat in 1874, however, Ferguson moved his Expositor office from Millerton to 

1 Susan Baird Pappas, introduction to Birth, marriage, and death notices published in the 
Fresno Weekry Expositor, 1870-1886 (Fresno County Genealogical Society, 2012). 
2 Pappas, introduction. 
3 Wallace W. Elliott, History of Fresno County, California (W.W. Elliott & Co., 1882), 202. 



a new location in Fresno.4 This new building's location, on the northwest corner of Tulare 

and J (Fulton) Street, would eventually become the site of the current Bank of Italy 

building. With the move to Fresno, the Expositor became the first newspaper to publish in 

the city of Fresno. 

With the move to Fresno, the Expositor entered a phase of major expansion. After 

remaining in this office for seven years, Ferguson decided to leave the small wood building 

for a larger brick structure in 1881. The new office 

for the Expositor would be located just down the 

road from the previous site, on J Street between 

Mariiposa and Tulare.s This structure can still be 

. - r,.,-,~£s•oo..;Lv·..:w!tl\(fs~r§sir2!'·:,(w,•n~"'o",·"W:c~~~flr.[ _j found at the current location of 1029-1031 Fulton, 

beneath a new facade. It was also around this time, in 1881, that Ferguson decided to 

channel Fresno's spirit of progress and began issuing the 

Expositor as a daily newspaper in addition to its original 

weekly format.6 After a further growth in popularity, the 

Expositor expanded its reach in other ways. In January 

1887, the paper switched from a seven-to-eight column 

format, and by April of the same year, the Expositor 

became a six-column format of eight, rather than four, 

pages. This sense of expansion and growing influence for 

the Expositor was once again reflected by improvements 

4 Elliott, History of Fresno County, California, 202. 
s J.W. Ferguson, "Our New Building," Daily Evening Expositor, July 26, 1888, 1. 
6 Elliott, History of Fresno County, California, 202. 



made to the publication's office in 1888, when the structure was turned into a 7,500 

square-foot, two-story brick building. Some of the plans for additions to this building 

included an artistic wrought iron balustrade, French plate glass and galvanized iron with 

terra cotta trimmings on the first story front, and a thirty-foot flagstaff.7 With these final 

additions made, the building would serve as the home of the Expositor during its peak, as it 

became the biggest newspaper in the San Joaquin Valley by 1890. 8 The Expositor had 

grown to such a level, in fact, that it was able to withstand a fire in 1890 that cost $7,000 in 

damages, without missing a single issue. 

Ferguson remained an influential member of the Fresno community throughout his 

life. Representing Fresno County in the Legislature in 1873 and 187 4, Ferguson satisfied 

his constituents by serving in an able manner.9 After this short stint in politics, Ferguson 

devoted his full attention to informing his fellow citizens of the news through the Expositor. 

It wasn't until 1895, when Ferguson suffered a stroke, that he sold the Expositor to A.B. 

Butler. After multiple ownership changes, the Expositor was eventually taken over by the 

Fresno Publishing House in 1897, and published its final issue in 1898. One year after 

selling the Expositor, Ferguson re-entered the newspaper business through his publication 

of The Watchman. Following several more strokes and steadily declining health, Ferguson 

passed away on July 29. 1907.10 Ferguson left behind his wife and two children, Walter and 

Marseillette, and an illustrious career as the leading figure behind Fresno's first newspaper. 

7 Ferguson, "Our New Building," 1. 
8 Pappas, introduction. 
9 Elliott, History of Fresno County, California, 202. 
1o Pappas, introduction. 
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Located on the southwest side of Fulton Mall, near Tulare Street, this commercial building is rectangular in plan and capped 
with a flat, unelaborated roof. Divided into two storefronts, the building displays metal-framed windows and paired glass doors 
at sidewalk level. Alterations to the property include the redesign of the faQade and storefronts and removal of original 
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*Resource Name or #: 1 030-1 036 Fulton Mall 

81. Historic Name: 
82. Common Name: Optometrist I Priscilla I Mr. Tux 
83. Original Use: Commercial I Storefront 84. Present Use: Commercial I Retail 

*85. Architectural Style: Mid-Century Modern 
*86. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations): 

While the original building permit is not available for this property, it appears on the 1906 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map. No 
additional building permits were identitied to provide dates for subsequent alterations to the building and storefronts. 

*87. Moved? •No DYes DUnknown Date:, ______ Original Location:, ____________ _ 

*88. Related Features: None 

B9a. Architect: Unknown b. Builder: Unknown 
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Mid-20th Century Commercial Redevelopment 
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(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope. Also address integrity) 

This building reflects the early commercial settlement of Fresno's downtown (1872 to 1945), as well as mid-century 
redevelopment (1945 to 1970), as early twentieth-century buildings were adapted according to postwar tastes and functions. 
However, 1030-1036 Fulton Mall does not retain sufficient integrity to convey either of these periods of significance. 
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